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SOME OF THE SIGNIFICANT DIFFICULTIES 
It has been said that 1 John 5:6 is "the most perplexing 
passage in the Epistle and one of the most perplexing in the 
New Testament." It is perplexing, if for no other reason, 
for the variety of interpretations that have been offered. 
This variety, in turn, hinges on many factors beyond the text 
itself. 
The phrase "He who oame by water and by blood" has been 
interpreted mainly within two circles of thought. The first 
is concerned with the symbolical meaning of the words; the 
second is more intent on establishing the historical settin& 
and meaning of the passage. And within these two ranges or 
thought arise many variations and combinations. They can, 
however, be narrowed to four most significant lines of thought 
which generally give rise to most everything that has been 
written on .the passage. 
Under the symbolical view the purely sacramental inter-
pretation of the passage must be considered. For the very 
words "water" and "blood" seem to suggest to many that there 
can be little other reference her~ than to the two sacraments, 
Baptism and the Eucharist, instituted here on earth by the 
Lord Jesus Christ. Also to be considered in this area is the 
view that the "water" and the "blood" refer to general scrip-
tural themes of purification and redemption. On the surface 
I 
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both seem rather likely possibilities; but both are seemingly 
at least one step removed from any actual historical reference. 
In the ease of the remaining two general interpretations 
of the passage, much more stress is laid on the textual and 
· grammatical considerations which turn the attention to the 
historical setting and, more specifically, to historical 
events in the life of Christ. It will be shown that it is 
the less acceptable view that connects the "water" and the 
"blood" with the effusion from the pierced side of the Savior 
on t he cross. Furthermore, it will become evident that th& 
view that has been more generally accepted holds that the 
"water" refers to the baptism of Christ, while the "blood" 
clearly refers to His death.· Both interpretations seem to 
satisfy the grammatical indication of reference to definite 
hiatorieal events. They also avoid the philological pitfalls, 
especially the refeI'ence ot "blood" to the Eucharist in the 
sacramental view for whieh there is no p9.l'allel in· the New 
Testament. 
It is significant that these two views specifically 
refer to the death of Chl'ist. This augurs well for those who 
contend that the error of the day was the denial that the 
Christ remained with the man Jesus through the passion. al-
though it was allowed that the Christ bad descended upon Him 
at His baptism. In this setting the Baptism-Crucifixion Yiew 
lends more meaning to the passage by setting up the contrast 
which the errorists bad tried to maintain aBi then by empha-
sizing that He did not come only by the "water," but by the 
0 
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"wa-ter" and the "blood." 
Rarely is any but the latter view presented independently 
of the others. Once beyond the Baptism-Crucifixion reference, 
variations and combinations are many. The differences stem 
mainly from two major causes. Fit>st, thel'e is a f'requent 
failure to understand or re:t'usal to acknowledge the importance 
of the historical situation as it can be reasonably determined. 
Secondly, the grammatical and philological implications of 
the text itself are too often ignored. Working outside the 
historical and textual !'actors that are. essential to thorough 
exegesis, any number of plausible interpretations present 
themselves. Within them, on the other hand, the possibilities 
for variation are greatly reduced; am it is possible to ren-
der an intelligent conclusion with regard to the best possible 
interpretation of the passage. 
Consequently, it is of some value to attempt to gather 
the historical data, the most representative views on the 
passage, and the textual factors in one place. In this way 
one may readily evaluate, on the basis of the historical and 
textual findings, the evidence which each o~ the variant 
views adduces. It is then possible to make some specific 
suggestion as to the preferable interpretation of the passage. 
The value of this summary and critique depends on several 
basic considerations. The historical setting, including the 
theological atmosphere of the day, possible opponents of the 
writer ot the Epistle and the likely polemical aim of the 
Epistle, must be established as accurately as possible. The 
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presentation or the major interpretations of the passage with 
a comparative critique is essential. And attention must be 
directed to the most significant textual matters, that is, to 
those factors that seem especially helpful for a correct in-
terpretation. From these items must be drawn a summary con-
clusion as to the most likely and accurate interpretation of 
the verse in question. 
The presentation of such a summary and critique necessar-
ily requires that the widest possible range of the moat repre-
sentative commentaries and journals must be consulted. Only 
in this way will it be possible to compare and evaluate the 
various interpretations that merit attention. 
And although the writers consulted do not represent a 
complete review or all that has been writt~n on the problem, 
it can be maintained within the limitations of the materials 
studied that the representative interpretations of the pas-
sage p~ovide an accurate picture of the lines of interpreta~ 
tion which have been followed generally. 
The resultant conclusion at the same time grows out of 
the comparison of the variety of interpretations that have 
been offered and places the various possibilities in a com-
parative relationship that serves to point up their respective 
strengths and weaknesses. 
Historically, it will be agreed that the error of Cerin-
thus, maintaining that the aeon Christ descended upon the 
historical J'esus at His baptism, but left Him befo't'e His 
death, might well be the error to which 1 John S:6 is the 
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orthodox reply. But it is also possible that some inter·-
preters have limited the meaning of the passage by this nar-
rowing of the likely opponent to this one man's false teach-
ing. Fol:' it will also be demonstrated that the current 
Gnostic attempt to undermine the Christian teaching th.at 
Jesus Cb!>ist, whose ministry began With His baptism in the 
Jordan, suffered the death on the cross as the Christ is 
quite well documented in history. Whether this error can be 
refined to mean specifically some form of Docetism or Cer-
1nthianism is questionable. It is safe to say that the state-
ment of verse 6 is the orthodox reply to the attempts of the 
'Writer's day to separate the historical Jesus from the Christ 
in any way. 
That a comparison of the major interpretations of the 
passage definitely favors the Baptism-Crucifixion view is 
hardly accidental. To apply the "water" to Christ's baptism 
and the "blood" to His death satisfies the historical situ-
ation as outlined above as well as the grammatical and philo-
logical considerations of the text. What sacramental or sym-
bolical overtones, if any, were or are conveyed by the use of 
the terms "water" and "blood" is a matter of conjecture. The 
grammatical considerations definitely point to historical 
events in the life of Christ; there are no other events in 
the ministry of Ch~ist that fit the terms so well as the bap-
tism and the crucifixion. Furthermore, it must be noted 
negatively that none of the other interpretations which will 
be considered so adequately fulfills both the historical and 
6 
textual :requittaments. 
Arter careful consideration or the evidence, it will 
appea~ that it is hardly possible to adopt any view but the 
one that ref'ers the "wats1~" to the baptism or Christ and the 
11blood" to His death on the cross. 
'I 
... 
CHAPTER II 
THE NATURE OF THE ERROR 
Polemical Orientation of 1 John 
While it is evident even from a casual reading of the 
First Epistle or John that he is dealing with certain forms 
of error that were evidently invading the domains of the 
Church (2:18; 2:22-25; 4:1; etc.), it is not an easy matter 
to define this error either historically or theologically. 
In any attempt to establish the error of which and to which 
St. John might have been speaking, three factors inevitably 
come to the fore. They involve the person and approach of 
St. John, the historical background of the prevalent errors, 
and the errors themselves. 
Not the least of these factors is the personality and 
approach of St. John himself. Indeed, this consideration has 
prompted some to contend that the Epistle is not polemical in 
nature at all. St. John is characterized as the theologian 
as opposed to men like St. Peter; he is depicted as the quiet 
master or the spiritual 11.f'e; he stands as the calm, strong 
controversialist who excludes error by constructing truth.l 
Thia characterization of St. John is certainly to the point. 
But it does not really contribute significantly to the 
lw1111am Alexander, The Epistles of st. John, in The 
Expositor's Bible {New York: Fodder & St oughton, n.d.)~.9. 
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consideration of the polemical nature of the Epistle. It 
rather serves as the background for understanding the objec-
tivity and methodology of his approach, which, in turn, is 
of great significance in understanding the apologetic thrust 
of his theses. 
Bishop Westcott spends many words in demonstr>at1ng the 
objectivity of St. John's approach, almost to the exclusion 
of any polemical thrust in the Epistle.2 But he also allows 
that "the pursuit of such a theme necessarily involves the 
condemnation and refutation or corresponding errors."3 Thia 
fact points to a unique methodology. For the objective o~ 
St. John is to confute all manner of error "by the exposition 
of the ·cruth realised in life. 114 This approach immediately 
makes the polemical thrust of the Epistle less obvious. Con-
sequently, his 11 object is polemical only so far as the clear 
unf'olding of the essence of right teaching necessarily shews 
a.11 error in its real character. In other words St. John 
writes to call out a welcome for what he knows to be the Gos-
pel and not to overthrow this or that false opinion."5 West-
cott•s insight sounds the alert against all who would pin-
point the error too quickly; it is a reminder that the 
2Brooke Foss Westcott, The E~istles of St. John (Third 
edition, 1892; Grand Rapids: v!iii. . Eerdmans rub ITsliing 
Company, 1960) , p. xxxix. · 
3Ibid. 
-
4Ib1d. 
-
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I 9 presentation is such that it stands to condemn and confute 
any error of any time or place that seeks by any means to 
muffle the clarion call of the Gospel. 
Nonetheless, there 1s abundant proot that the popular 
heretical philosophy of Asia Minor struck Christianity pre+ 
cisely in these vital places which so clearly stand out in 
the Epistle. It denied the incarnation; this denial resulted 
in a refusal to acknowledge and accept the redemption won for 
man in Christ; this, in turn, emptied the sacraments of their 
significance and eff1cacy.6 This points primarily to the influ-
ences from without which were pervading the theological at-
mosphere of the day and undercutting the underpinnings of the 
Christian faith. Dodd underscores the reference to these same 
influences in contending that "at the beginning of the Chris-
tian era there was a movement or tendency within paganism 
towards a purer, more reasonable and more inward piety.n7 
This tendency evidently found some satisfaction in various 
aspects of the Christian 11.fe and piety; but it also brought 
with it a rationalistic and philosophical attitude that too 
often proves attractive even to the Christian. 
Whence came these aberrations? The pat answer has often 
merely attributed them to "Gnostic influences." In the past, 
6Alexander, EE.•~., p. 273. 
7c. H. Dodd, The Johann1ne Epistles, in The Moffatt New 
Testament Commentarj:(New York: Harper & Brothers, 1946),~ 
p. xvi. 
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Gnosticism has been largely assigned to the peculiar Hellen-
istio pagan and philosophical thought world in which the 
Christian Church found itself at this time. More recently, 
however, scholars have advanced the opinion that what 1a 
called Gnosticism in connection with the New Testament writ- . 
ings has its roots much deeper in Judaism than has heretofore 
been allowed.a 
Such is the theological atmosphere of the world without. 
But both the Gospel or John and the First Epistle give us a 
further clue as to the actual situation to which St. John 
wrote. The Gospel is addressed to those who do not be lieve 
(John 20:Jl) in order that they may have life; the Epistle 
is written to those who do believe (1 John 5:13) in order _that 
they may know that they have life. There is strong indication 
that the purpose of the latter writing is to reassure the 
faithful in a situation in which they stand in danger of being 
shaken from their belier.9 There was apparently no all out 
struggle between the Church and the forces without. Rather 
the forms of error that seem to have been prevalent at this 
time were making subtle inroads into its hallowed circles. 
8No consideration of the Gnostic problem as such is con-
templated here. Two recent works deal extensively with all 
of the complexities of Gnosticism: R. M. Wilson, The Gnostic 
Problem (London; A. R. Mowbray & Company, 1958) ano:-J'ean 
Ooresse , The Secret Books or the Egyptian Gnostic& (New Yorks 
The Vikin'g1>ress, 19"6"0-Y-:- ~ ---
9 J. A. T. Robinson, "The Destination and Purpose of the 
Johannine Epiatles, 11 New Testament Studies, VII (October., 
1960),: 56. 
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Westcott carries the point to a doubtful extreme by contend-
ing that "the main temptations are from within," claiming 
that there is no trace of any recent or impending perse-
cution.10 The false teachers had evidently once at least 
claimed to be part of the Church (2:19), but now they are re-
ported to be "coming" subsequent to theiz- departure from the 
assembly . {2:18). 
Although it is doubtful that the problem to which St. 
John writes arose completely within the Church, it may be 
granted that the period of apparent peace and tranquility 
in wh:tch the Churoh now found itaolt' became a p?'im~ seed bed 
~or tho errors that filled the air. Thus Westcott is right 
when he draws attention to the fact that "the wottld was in-
deed perilous; but it was rather by its seductions than by 
its hostility. ,,11 
To s ay as much as possible without speculating is to 
point to the traditions of the rise of heresy in connection 
with attempts that wera being made about this time to "divide 
Jesus Christ into the human J esus on the one hand, mortal and 
imperfect as other men, and the Christ., a Divine aeon or 
emanation, that descended upon Jesus and was associated with 
Him from His baptism till the hour of His death."12 With 
lOwestcott, 2.E.!. cit., p. xxx111. 
llibid. 
12Geo?'ge G. Findlay, Fe llowship in the Life Et ernal 
(London& Hodder & Stoughton, n.d.)., p-.-2197 ----
12 
eve~y effort, 1n view of this atmosphe~e of the day, to pin-
point more closely the specific sect or variation of teach-
ing to which St .. John addressed himself comes the danger that 
the full thrust of the full exposition of the Truth is weak-
ened. ·"1rhe separation of .resus, the Son of Man, from Christ, 
the Son of God, is constantly made to the destruction of the 
One, indivisible Person of our Lord and Saviour.nl3 
Nevertheless, it is necessary to endeavor to d et ermine 
aa accurately as possible, and as specifically as possible, 
the probable false teachers against whom St. John might have 
been writing. Dodd somewhat categorically attributes the 
difficulty at this time to "Hellenistic mysticism," "higher 
paganism," and "Gnoaticism. 1114 Practically every commentary 
will admit to this; !'or there is every reason to believe tha t 
the objective statement of the Truth as we have it 1n 1 John 
waa made with the very errors o:f the Gnostics :foremost in 
mind. 
But what is far more important for the understanding of 
the Epistle is at least to attempt to discover the source of 
what came to be known as Gnosticism. For with Dodd's opinion, 
as noted above, it is possible to arrive at a somewhat aca-
demic and scholastic conclusion, attributing the polemic in 
l John to a philosophical struggle against the invasion of 
13 1 Westcott, .2.E.• E_!., p. xxxvi. 
llm odd, .£:e • C 1 t • , p • :XX• 
= 
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"Hellenistic paganism." Schnackenburg identifies the error 
with a source much closer to the Christian teaching by con-
necting the false teachers and John's statement on ethical-
practical grounds, stating that "these Gnostics think they 
do not need the forgiveness of the blood of Jesus (1:7; 516; 
2:2; 3:8 ; 4:10,14).15 This scholar is not content merely to · 
ascribe the error to philosophi.cal and pagan inroads into the 
Christian teaching, but rather allows the possibility that 
the errorists had at least enough of an understanding of the 
Christian teaching to allow them to twist it to suit their 
own purposes. 
In summary, there is evidence that the Epistle is at 
least polemically orientated ; that the theological atmosphere 
of the day lent itself to the error. that seems to be expo~ed; 
that the opponents probably fit into the general category of 
Gnosticism, although the sources of this system of thought 
are not s o clearly defined as to allow immediate narrowing 
of t he opponent to one specific error or group. 
Unlt y Or Varie t y Of Opp onents 
Before looking at the possible opponents individually, 
it will prove helpful to consider briefly whether St. John 
is writing to one specific error in every part of the Epistle 
15Rudolf Schnackenburg, Die Johannesbrief e , in Her ders 
Theologischer Kor,nnentar" Zum l~e u; n 'l'e2tam~ ·:1tTFre i 0urg : I-1eraer 
& Company, 1953), p. 19 .--
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or to a variety of errors 1n various passages. Subsequent 
to this, it will also prove helpful to consider the situation 
specifically at l John 5:~, the passage with which we are 
here concerned. A. E. Brooke has rendered invaluable service 
aiong these lines by drawing together most of the major argu-
ments and evidence with regard to the probable errors and 
their respective proponents.16 
The exact nature of the false teaching with which St. 
John deals in this Epistle is a matter of dispute. There is 
little agreement among any· of the interpreters, a fact that 
may serve to explain the variety of explanations that have 
been set forth on the difficult passage, l John 5:6. Brooke 
reports that "the opponents have been held to be Jews, or 
Judaizing Christians, or Gnostics, Judaizing or heathen, or 
some particular sect of Gnostics, Basilides, Saturninus, Val-
entinus or Cerinthus. Some have supposed the chief error de-
nounced to be Docetiam, others Antinomianism."17 At the same 
time he calls attention to the fact that "a majority of in-
terpreters still perhaps regard Cer1nth1an1sm, or teaching 
similar in character and tendency, as the main object of the 
writer's denunciation."18 But this view hes also been 
16A. E; Brooke, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary .2.£ 
The Johannine Epistles,· in The International Critical Commen-
t 
11
y • ( New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1928), pp. x,;,:viii-
l 7Ibid., p. xxxviii. 
18~., p. xxxix. 
15 
seriously challenged, especially by men like Wurm and 
Clemen,19 largely on the basis of 1 John 2:23 ("No one who 
denies the Son has the Father. He who confesses the Son has 
the Fathez, also.").20 Those who appeal to this passage con-
tend that it limits the doctrinal differences between John 
and his opponents to questions of Christology and that it 
demonstrates t1:i .. ~,t with regard to the doctrine of the Father 
their views must have been identical, at least divided by no 
serious ditference of opinion. This virtually excludes the 
Cerinthian view in that what we know of the teaching of Cerin-
thus seems to indicate that his doctrine of the Father was 
hardly more correct than his Christology.21 
The unity of the false teaching seems to be accepted by 
the majority of writers on the subject. Brooke feels that 
there is a sense in which this can be properly understood. 
Judging from st. John's exposition or the Truth, the views 
which can be attributed to his opponents would be generally 
consistent. Thia is demonstrated in the Christological pres-
entations of chapters two, four and five, where one could 
hardly argue that he is attacking the Christology of several 
different sects or groups. Furthermore, the writer seemingly 
does not denounce the Christology of one party and the ethical 
19Ib1d. 
20All Biblical quotations are from the RSV, unless other-
wise noted. 
21arooke, £1?.•_ cit., p. xxxix. 
• 
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shortcomings of another.22 
On the other hand, there are a nwnber of expressions in 
the Epistle which certainly suggest variety. In chapter 2 
the writer characterizes the Antichrist as the one who 
"denies the Father" (2:22); but at the same time, he has 
already warned the readers that "now many antichriets have 
come" (2:18). Also in chapter 4 there seems to be reference 
to a variety of opponents in such phrases as "test the spir-
its" and "many false prophets 11 (4:1); and the reference to 
"every spirit 11 (4:2,3) further suggests that there were aetu-
ally many who did not confess Jesus Christ. Brooke argues 
that the burden of the message throughout is that "truth is 
one, error is me.nifold."23 He concludes rather convincingly 
that the Epistle 1s directed against various forms of teach-
ing, although he still makes allowance for the £act that the 
writing may have ·been prompted by one special type of false 
teaching or one special event or incident in the history or 
His Church in connection with it.24 This cautious approach 
is also r epresented by Blichsel, who refuses to limit the 
false teaching to that of the Docetists or Cerinthus, main-
taining that the letter is addressed to anyone who denies 
the Person of Christ.25 
22rbid., pp. :xxxviiif. 
23~., p. xl. 
24rbfd., p. xli • 
2c , 
.:::>Friedrich Blichsel, Die Johannesbriefe, in Theologischer 
' 
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If there is one passage or section, how0vet• , in which 
the writer seems to narrow his concern to one specific error 
or teaching, it is at 1 John 5:6. For here the opponents 
seem not only to be questioning the person of Christ, but 
there seems to be a special problem involved with regard to 
the way in which He came. Thus the writer carefully spells 
out that "this is He who came by water and blood, Jesus 
Christ," and underscores the assertion by adding emphatically 
"not ·\ii th the water only but with the wate1:• and the blood." 
Whatever error is involved at this point, 1t is evident that 
it denied that Jesus, the Son of God, came by both water and 
blood, that both His sufferings and death were essential parts 
of His Messianic work of salvation. One can concur with 
Brooke's caution that "this passage should not be allowed to 
outweigh the impression left by the earlier chapters,n26 but 
the fact still remains that in this passage the writer seems 
to deal with a much more specific problem. Whether or not 
this fact is admitted will largely determine the interpre-
tation of the passage. 
Major Possible Opponents 
Generally, the suggested opponents for St. John's state-
ments in the First Epistle fall into two main catego1•1es, 
Handkommentar Zum Neuen Testament (Leipzig: D. Werner Scholl, 
1933), p. 4. ~ 
26Brooke, EE.• cit., p. xl. 
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Judaism and Gnosticism. In this categorization Judaism is 
usually spoken of as a somewhat unified opposition, whereas 
Gnosticism, as the term is used in connection with Uew Testa-
ment writings, is far more diversified. Such suggestions as 
Docetism and Cerinthianism are actually specific errors that 
preceded or .grew out of the broader system of Gnosticism. 
If it were granted that the writer had one single enemy 
in view, it cannot, of course, be the Jews who have never 
accepted Christianity. He could hardly have spoken of those 
who "have gone out from us" in connection with people who 
were never members of the Church.27 Schnackenburg calls the 
contention that the Epistle is directed against Judaistic 
Messianic heresies impossible. 28 Equally improbable is the 
link that some interpreters have attempted to establish be-
tween this Epistle and the historical situation of the Jews 
at this time. Supposedly, since the Jews had been overrun 
arrl Jerusalem lay in ruins, the time was ripe for the Jews to 
lure back to the fold those who had defected to Christianity 
because of the fact that it had now become obvious that the 
Messiah to whom they clung was not really going to return at 
all, that they were mistaken in supposing that Jesus of Naza-
reth was the Messiah of their nation. 29 It 1s hard to 
27Ibid., p. xli. 
28schnackenburg, ~· cit., pp. 14f. 
29Brooke, .££•~.,pp. xlif. 
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conceive of the idea that some of those who had actually 
professed Christ to be the true Messiah would still have such 
a completely false hope with regard to His rule and kingdom. 
There is little doubt that it was those who denied that Jesus 
is the Christ (2:2) who are the foremost opponents in the 
Epistle. But Findlay rightly obser-ves that this 1s "not the 
denial of Jewish unbelief, a refusal to accept Jesus of Naza-
reth as the Messiah; it is the denial of Gnostic error, the 
refusal to admit the Divine Sonship of Jesus and the reve-
lation of the Godhead in manhood through His person."30 
Thus Gnosticism is set in opposition to the view that 
the opponent at which the writer is aiming is Judaism. Even 
to attempt to reconstruct with any degree of accuracy the sys-
ten1 or tenets of Gnosticism at the time l John was written 
is practically a hopeless task. We can, however, point to 
several rather general principles of Gnosticism whioh lend 
credence to the assertion that it was probably the object of 
whatever is polemical in 1 John. 
Plummer points to two great Gnostlo principles which 
produced opposite results in ethical teaching: ascetism and 
antinomian profligacy. These two principles are "the suprem-
acy of knowledge and the impurity of matter.n31 Especially 
the latter idea that the material world, on account of its 
30F1ndlay, ~· oit., p. 218 
31A. Plummer, The Epistles of st.~, in The Cambridge 
Bible for Schools and Colleges (Cambridge: University Press, 
"'I.mrJr' p. ~o. -
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manifest imperfections, is asSllllled to be evil runs through 
almost all Gnostio teaching. Consequently, the incarnation 
becomes incredible; it would mean that the Divine Word must 
have consented to be united with an impure material body. 
It is this difficulty which led to Dooetism, the theory that 
Christ's body was not a real one, but a phantom which only 
appeared to exist.32 Robinson has alerted us to a further 
development, calling attention to the lack of any reference 
to the Gnostic redeemer in the Epistle. It might well have 
been that St. John's opponents "denied the need of any medi-
ator J they claimed direot knowledge of .God, to have the 
Father ·without the Son.nJ3 
This leads to another erroneous teaching of the Gnostics. 
They claimed a metaphysical dualism which locates evil in 
matter rather than in moral Qhoice. This is, in fact, a de-
nial of the reality of sin, of the need to do anything about 
sin, of the incarnation, of the efficacy of Christ's suffer-
ing and death. "Alternatively, beoause it denies the reality 
and goodness of matter, it denies the fact that Christ came 
in the fleshJ and if one denies the Incarnation, one denies 
the Atonement; Christ did not come •with the blood. t nJ4 Such 
a denial makes the knowledge of both God the Father and Jesus 
32Ib1d., p. 19 
33Robinson, E.E.• .£.!!., p. 61. 
34rbid., p. 62. 
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Christ as Son impossible. Findlay's brief summary of the 
effects and essence of Gnosticism is worth quoting here: 
The incarnation, the miracles, the resurrection, the 
ascenaion--what are they but a beautiful poetic dream, 
a pictorial representation of spiritual truth, from 
which we must extract for ourselves a higher creed, 
leaving behind the supernatural as so much mere wrap-
page and imaginative dress! This rationalism loudly 
asserts today; and this the Gnosticism of the late apos-
tolic age was already, in ita5peculiar method and dia-lect, beginning to make out.J 
The peculiar Christological emphasis of l John 5:6 can hardly 
be directed against any other known error of the day. Its 
clear presentation oft.he full person of Jesus Christ in the 
context of His Messianic work militates directly against the 
Gnostic mutilation of these very foundations of the Christian 
faith. 
Consequently, there is hardly a question as to whether · 
or not Gnosticism is involved in the Epistle, especially at 
1 John 5:6. But the problem still revolves about the kind 
of Gnosis or Gnosticism which is involved, whether Docetism, 
or that which is concretely connected with the teaching of 
Cerinthus, or another. Since these individual considerations 
have some. bearing on the interpretation of the passage under 
consideration, they must also be briefly considered. 
There are those who have claimed Docetism as the error 
to which st. John addressed himself, especially in relation 
to the general atmosphere or the day.36 Still others consider 
35F1ndlay, E.E.• cit., p. 88. 
36Ale~ander, .2E.• ~., pp. 39ff. 
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it beyond question that the peril against which the Epistle 
was intended to arm the Church was the spreading influence 
of Gnosticism, but, more specifically, the Docetic form of 
Gnosticism.,37 What is, perhaps, more evident is the simple 
observation that this Docetiam is a more limited error as 
opposed to the mor e complete system of error involved in 
Gnosticism as such. Whether it preceded or grew out of 
Gnosticism need not be a concern for the consideration at 
hand. Docetism thought a true incarnation unthinkable, main-
ly because of its view of the universe in which all matter 
is impure. It would be impossible to think of the Divine 
Word as united with an impure material body.. This meant 
that the Human Nature of Christ and the incidents of His 
earthly career could be little more than an illusion.38 
There is little doubt that the Epistle, especially at 
5:6, stresses the vital significance of the incarnation for 
redemption. A Docetic Christology that so seriously affected 
the true life and work of J e sus Christ left men very little 
in the way of a Redeemer or a salvation. One is almost in-
clined to believe that this faction was more interested. i u 
reconciling the facts with its philosophical views on the 
separation of the finite and infinite and the absolute sepa-
ration of God from the world than in reconciling its own 
37Robert Law, The Te sts ~Life (Edinburgh: T •. & T. 
Clark, 191Ld, p. 26.-
38rbid., p. 32. 
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t'inite e.xistence with the infinite God about whom they 
philosophized. Findlay correctly notes that "Christ Jesus 
the Lord was, fro~ the outset, to them a non-reality; the 
critique of their philosophy dissolved,· the facts s.bout Him 
into a play of the s~nses, a Doketio apectacle."39 
But even those who stt•ess that the major opponent at 
whioh the Epistle is diriacted must be Doaetism narx-ow the 
opposition at l John 5z6 to a specific Docetic tenet that the 
aeon Christ descended upon Jesus at His baptism and departed 
again from Him at His passion.40 Of this specifio tenet of 
Docetism cerinthus is said to have been the prime exponent.41 
Indeed, although the quotations adduced are somewhat brief 
and it is difficult to evaluate their objectivity, Ignatius, 
Polycarp, Irenaeus and Epiphanius point to this type of 
teaching. And especially the·latte~ two cite particularly 
the opinions of Cerinthua.l!-2 
Briefly stated, the Cerinthian error denied that Jesus 
was the Christ; it asserted that there was only a t emporary 
and incomplete association of J esus with the Christ.43 Ap-
parently, these false t eachers acknowledged the baptism of 
Jesus, but would not acknowledge the suffering and death in 
39Findlay, .2.E.• cit., pp. 219f. 
40Law, ££• .£!!•, p. 96. 
4lwestcott, ..eE• ~., p. xxxiv. 
42~., pp. xxxivf. 
43Law,· .2£• ill•, p. 94. 
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humanity.44 It appears that the passion was not considered 
an essential part of the Messianic work of salvation, for 
while they admftted that His baptism by John was a real mark 
of His Messianic career, a means by which He was fitted to 
carry out His work for men, these opponents of Christian or-
thodoxy refused to see a similar mark in the crucifixion. 
He came by water, but not by blood.45 
The ultimate source of this error need not be explored 
here. It appears at this point that the false teachers are 
still concerned with a problem faced at a very early stage 
of Gnosticism, that 1s, with the relation between the real 
man Jesus of Nazareth and the higher power with which He was 
brought into temporary union.46 Recent discoveries, espe-
cially at Qumran, indicate that the eventual development of 
the second century Gnostic system probably has its deepest 
roots in Judaism itselr.47 Thus the common conclusion that 
Judaism and Gnosticism are mutually exclusive is hardly 
4L~sehnackenburg, EE• cit., p. 230. 
45Brooke, EE• cit., p. xlvi. 
46Ibid., p. xlv. 
47For treatment of the most recent discoveries and theo-
ries see the following: Raymond E. Brown, "The Qumran Scrolls 
and The Johannine Gospel and Epistles," Catholic Biblical 
Quarterly, XVII (July, 1955), 403ff. A. M. Hunter, "Recent 
Trends in Johannine Studies," Expositor! Times, LXXI (June, 
1960), 164-167. E. Haenehen, "Neuere L terRtur zu den Jo-
hannesbriefen," Theologische Rundschau, XXVI (January, 1960), 
1-43. J. A. T. Robinson, "The Destination and Purpose of The 
Johannine Epistles," New Testament Studies, VII (October, 
1960), 56-65. -
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valid. In fact, their close connection might well serve to 
explain much of the common terminology, even the possibility 
of such an intricate Christological error as is evidently in 
the mind of the writer at l John 5:6 • 
. A. E. Brooke concluded that "a majority of interpreters 
still perhaps regard Cerint9ianism, or teaching similar in 
character or tendency, as the main object ot the writer's 
denunciation."48 In general, this conclusion is still valid 
today. Whatever has arisen in the form of question to this 
conclusion can best be explained by a statement of Westcott 
published considerably before Brooke's work: 
The main questions of debate are gathered round the 
Person and Work of the Lord. On the one side He was 
represented as a mere man (Ebionism): on the other 
side He wa s represented as a mere phantom (Dooetism): 
a third par ty endeavoured (sic) to combine these two 
opinions, and supposed that the divine element, Christ, 
was united with the man Jesus at His Baptism and left 
Him before the Passion (Cerinthianism). 49 
The likely opponent, even at . l John 5:6, should be limited 
to Cerinthianism only as it stands in the complete context 
of 1ts day and only as it has been identified with any "ism" 
.for all time that has in any way attempted to encircle, 
elude, or eradicate the .full person and work of the Savior 
Jesus Christ. 
48Brooke, .2E.• ill•, pp. xxxviiif. 
49westoott, ~· EJ!., p. xxxiv. 
CHAPTER III 
REPRESENTATIVE INTERPRETATIONS OF 1 JOHN 5:6 
Summary Of The Major Interpretations 
or the various interpretations which have been proposed 
tor this passage, most fall into two Tery general categories. 
Either the water and the blood are referred to facts or 
events in the earthly career of Jesus as the Messiah; or 
they are taken to be symbolic of certain mysteries. In fact, 
the four interpretations that deserve consideration on the 
basis of the frequency with which they have been suggested 
are evenly divided as to these two categories. Those which 
look to the historical .facts or events consider the water 
and bloo·: either to be the baptism and cruci.fixion of Christ 
or the water and blood which .flowed from His side on the 
cross (John 19:34). Those that take the water and blood 
symbolically apply them either in a general way to purii'i-
cation and redemption or speoifioally to the sacraments of 
Baptism and or the Eucharist. 1 
It must be mentioned at the outset, however, that or 
the four interpretations referred to, only the one which seea 
in the water and the blood a reference to the baptism and 
erucifixion of Christ is held exclusively by any number of 
lA. Plummer, The Epistles o'!" St.~, in The . Cambridge 
B~ble for Schools and Colleges (Cambridge: Univorsity Press, 
I883),"!i7 158. ~ 
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representative commentators. The preponderance of 
interpreters hold to some sort of "combination" view which 
leans more or less to one of the suggested meanings, depend-
ing upon the personal inclination of the individual. 
This illustrates and explains to some extent why the 
sacramental view, although it obviously appeals to many, is 
held exclusively by none of the representative commentaries 
which were consulted. Even Alexander, although he seems to 
come out exclusively for the sacramental interpretation, 
leaves himself an area of retreat. For he speaks of the 
water and blood as ever witnesaing.2 In so doing, he must 
either trace the water and blood back to their historical 
institution as sacraments or to the particular historical 
events from which they take their efficacy or to some other 
origin. There are other pitfalls, some of which will be 
considered below, but this single example should serve to 
indicate why so few have been able to come out for an ex-
clusively sacramental view. 
Much the same applies to the view that holds the water 
and blood to be symbolic of puri.fication and redemption. It 
is a view that can hardly be held exclusively and is most 
o.ften thought of in "combination" with other suggestions. In 
this case Haupt would be an outstanding example. The idea 
2william Alexander, The Epistles or· st. John, in The 
Expositor's Bible (New York: '.Hodder & stoughton, n.d.)-;--
pp. 28f. 
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that the water and blood symbolize the purifying and 
reconciliation effected through Christ appeals to him 
greatly. From this point of view, he sets out to ~ind at 
least one passage of Scripture tha.t will support the idea, 
and he finds the passage for which he is looking in a mani-
festly historical event (John 19:34), and even allows that 
"this symbolical interpretation of the water and blood by no 
means excludes the possibility that the sacraments are also 
included in these expressions."3 Thus he has drawn into his 
interpretation all of the four suggested interpretations ex-
cept the most likely one, probably because it is the one 
that would contradict most strongly his bent for interpreting 
the passage symbolically. 
In the case of the third possibility, in spite of the 
fact that it comes as the result of a quest for an historical 
event with which to connect the water and blood, there is 
scarcely an interpreter who holds exclusively to the view 
that the water and blood can only refer to the blood and 
water from Christ's pierced side on Calvary (John 19:34). 
Here again one commentator makes a rather strong oaae for the 
absolute connection between l John 5:6 and John 19:34, but he 
cannot constrain himself to omit a suggestion that the water 
and blood also allude to the sacraments as confirming 
3Er1ch Haupt, The First Epistle of St. John, translated 
by w. B. Pope (Edinburgh: T. & T. c1aric,-!'87~PP· 304,ff. 
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lymbols.4 Thia connection wit h John 19:34, it ?!ll.Bt be 
added, is found in nearly every "c01I!,b1nat1on9 Tiew, vhereaa 
it 1s the one !nterpr~tation t hat is least likel y to be found 
as an exclusive view. 
An interesting observation can be made in connection with 
the first three suggested interpretations. In each case where 
the writer contends for either of the symbolio or the John 
19:34 views or any combination of them, there is a conspicu-
ous lack of any attempt to link the passage with the histori-
cal setting to which St. John had probably addressed himself. 
Thia failure to make at least some historioal contact allows 
the exegetical imagination to wander uncontrolled. And this 
brings ua to the most tenable of the four suggestions. 
As might well be expected, Brooke's excellent historioal 
introduction allows him to lead the way in setting forth the 
interpretation of the passage whioh best fits the historical 
problems as they have been considered. He contends that 
Christ's only purpose in ooming to earth was to rulfil His 
Mission as the Messiah. In connection with this Mission he 
holds two events to be most prominent, "the Baptism. by which 
He was consecrated to His Messianic work, and the Passion by 
which He completed His work· of atonement and propitiation."5 
4Robert s. Candlish, The First Epistle or John (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan . Publishing House, n.ct.), pp-; Tµ;orr. 
5A. E. Brooke, A Cr:ttioal and Exegetical Comment ary on 
~ Johannine Epistles, in The lnternational Critical Commen-
tary (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1928) ,. p. 131. 
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In His baptism by John 1n the Jordan, Jesus was declared to 
be the Son of God; the same is true of His death, for it was 
not like that of any other man.6 The fact that Jesus Christ 
was both baptized and crucified is absolutely essential to 
any faith in Him; taken together they mean that Jesus is the 
Christ or Son of God incarnate and that as such He is the 
Savior of the world and not merely its Enlightener,7 as the 
Gnostics may have contended. 
This Baptism-Crucifixion view has remained the most 
tenable explanation of the passage down to the present time. 
In fact, there is some evidence that it becomes the more 
favorable as time wears against the less histori.cally ori-
ented interpretations.a Nonetheless, even though it stands 
as the most tenable solution and as the one possible inter-
pretation that can at least ideally be held exclusively, few 
writers have failed to draw in lessons from the other views 
and to make for themselves a "combination" view also in con-
nection with this suggestion. 
Bengel seems to have been one of the first to connect 
the reference to the baptism and death or Christ with the 
Christian sacraments, although he does not go into a great 
6rbid., p. 132. 
7c. H. Dodd, The Johannine E_pistles, in The Moffatt New 
Testament Comroenta~(New York: Harper & Brothers, 1946),~ p. 130. 
8Rudolf Schnackenburg, Die Johannesbriefe, in Herders 
Theologischer Kommentar Zu.~ Neuen Tesfainent (Freiburg: Herder 
& Comp~ny, 1953), pp. 23"'I.7.f. 
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amount of detail in forming the combination. 9 It 1.s almost 
as though no -explanation were necessary; he writes as though 
it were an obvious and self-~vident connection~ As a better 
example of this method of combining the common view with the 
sacramental, c. H. Dodd's comment at this point is most 
noteworthy: 
The baptism and the crucifixion are authenticated facts 
in history, and as such bear witness to the reality of 
the incarnate life of the Son of God: but further, the 
Church possesses a counterpart to the baptism of Christ, 
in the sacrament of Baptism, and a counterpart to Fis 
sacrificial death, 1n the sacrament of the Eucha~ist. 
Both sacraments attest and confirm to believers the 
abiding effect of the life and death of Christ. It 
seems likely that our autho?' is thinking of' these two 
sacraments as providing a continuing wi·!;ness to the 
truth of Christ's incarnation and redemptive death. 
Their value as evidenoe li~s precisely in their being 
concrete, overt, 'objective' actions, directly recall-
ing (or •re-presenting') historical facts of the Gospel, 
while at the same time they are vehicles of a supra-
historical life in the Church. As verba visibilia, 
they confirm the prophetic Word inspired by the Spirit. 
Thus the apostolic faith is authenticated against all 
false teaching by a threefold testimony: the living 
voice of prophecy, and the two evangelical sacraments; 
and the three of them are in aocord.10 
This appears to be the most common combination of views. 
But it is Plummer who calls attention to the fact that com-
mentators like Bede and Wo-steott have oombined the reference 
to the baptism and death of Christ with the reference to the 
blood and water at John 19:34. Indeed, Westcott thinks that 
this additional reference in the passage is "beyond 
9John Albert Bengel, Gnomon, translated by Ch&rlton T. 
Lewis (Philadelphia: Perkinprne-& Higgins, 1862), p. 806. 
10nodd, ~·.£!!•pp. 130f. 
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question.nll It is Weatoott who also speaks of "sac?'amental 
overtones" in the passage, :f'irst giving the impr-ession that 
his view is completely aside .from any sacramental interpre-
tation, -then subtly introducing 1t.12 Haenchen, in a recent 
article, says that the reference in the passage is first to 
the baptism and death of Jesus but that "by a displacement 
of thought" the author speaks also of the sacraments of Bap-
tism and the Eucharist, and of the Holy Spirit which acts in 
them.13 
To summarize, there are four commonly espoused inter-
pretations of the passage: that which refers the blood and 
water to the general areas of purification and redemption; 
that which refers them to the Christian sacraments; that 
which holds them to be l'eferences to the pierced side on the 
cross from whioh flowed blood and water (John 19:34); and 
that which refers them to the historical events of Christ's 
baptism and death. Combinations of two or more of the sug-
gested explanations are most common. The following brief 
critique will show that of the four, only the view that holds 
the water and blood to r~fer to Christ's baptism and death is 
able to stand independently. 
llp1ummer, 2£• ~., p. 158. 
12Brooke Foss Westcott, The Ep1.stles of St. John (Third 
edition, 1892; Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publlshing Com-
pany, 1960), pp. 181ft. 
13E. Haenchen, "Neuere Li teratur zu den Johannesbri.efen," 
Theologisohe ]32,~'ischnu, X..XVI (January, 1960), 1-1+3, passim. 
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A Critique Of The Interpretations 
At this point we offer a general critique o~ the most 
~ignificant interpretations of 1 John 5:6 listed above in 
order to assess· their comparative validity. For this cI"i tique 
the view that the water and blood refe~ generally to a puri-
fying and 1~edemptive process can be _omitted. Properly under-
stood, it becomes part of the Baptism-Crucifixion interpre-
tation; understood apart from this explanation, it has prac-
tically no validity whatever. In addition, it is the least 
significant of the major expositions of the passage. A wol:'d 
will have to be added, however, on the possibility and sig-
nificance of "combination" views. Often the most improbable 
view thrives in combination with one of better standing. 
Law, in calling attention to its inadequacy, claims that 
an interpretation based on a supposed reference to the sacra-
ments was inevitable, and notes that Lutheran commentators 
generally have leaned in this direction.14 He himself seems 
to feel that the writer with the words "water" and "blood" 
was using a kind of verbal shorthand with which he was recall-
ing the exposition of the themes with which the readers were 
already very familiar.15 This explanation is hardly more 
adequate than the one he tries to eliminate. Neither is 
14Robert Law, The Tests of Life {Edinburgh: T. & T. 
Clark, 1914), p. 95-;--
15rbid. 
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Haupt•s argument any more valid that because the Epistle can 
never go beyond the Gospel and because, as he feels, every 
use of water or blood in the Gospel is symbolical, there can 
be no direct reference to the sacraments here.16 
Far more pertinent for the elimination o~ the possibil-
ity of a reference to the sacraments in this passage is the 
fact that water and blood are here emphasized in opposition 
to each other and that the aorist participle }J_ lA&'wiv ties 
them to historical events in the past.17 In opposition to 
this asse_rtion, BHchsel is probably in error 1n allowing that 
the sacramental interpretation is grammatically possible. 18 
With the aorist participle, the writer is looking back and is 
not thinking of the sacramental or liturgical life of the 
Church. In conjunction with this statement, Schnackenburg 
finds the sacraments rather in ve~ses 7f.19 If there is a 
place in the Epistle where the sacraments are referred to 
concretely, 1t would be in the suooeeding verses, where the 
water and blood are called witnesses, rather than designated 
as the means by which Jesus Christ .came to carry out His 
Messianic mission. 
A rather recent treatise by Wolfgang Nauck speaks to 
16Haupt, ~·£!!.,pp. 3oor. 
17schnackenburg, .£2• cit., p. 231. 
18Friedr1ch BHchsel, Die Johannesbriefe, in Theologischer 
Handkommentar Zum Neuen Testament (Leipzig; D. Werner Scholl, T933), p. 83. ~ 
19schnackenburg, .2£• cit., pp. 23lf. 
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this very point. / He too claims th.at the £dc9w11 in verse 6 
makes it impossible for the water and blood to rerer to any-
thing but the baptism and death of Chxtist.20 But he then 
proceeds to develop at length the sacramental character of 
the succeeding ve?:"ses •. Perhaps Bdchsel suggested this 
course by his hypothesis that in view or the apparent errors, 
this ruight well have been a congregation without the Euchar-
ist, some kind of Baptism sect. 22 For it is from this point 
that Nauck proceeds in a study that eventually takes him into 
a consideration of the various sacramental rites and their 
parallels which seem to have been current at this tima. 23 
But it has little direct bearing on the interpretation of 
verse 6 and does not merit consideration here. 
As a further consideration, it the interpretation which 
applies the water and blood to t the Christian sacraxnents is 
allowed to stand, one must think ot the :v~.fwe as rererring 
to Baptism and the ¢1'M,,,c,, to the Lord's Supper. One familiar 
with New Testament terminology might think immediately of 
Baptism in connection with the 1/£wf , al though even this is 
not absolutely certain; but the o<t116 would at best only re-
motely suggest the Eucharist, would much sooner remind or the 
20wolfgang Nauck, Die Tradition und der Charakter des 
eraten Johannesbriefes,--rri Wissenschart!"iche Untersuchungen 
Zum Neuen Testament (Tlibingen: J.C. B. Mohr, 1957), p. 147. 
--------
21Ib1d., pp. 147-182. 
- . 
22BUchsel, 2.£• .£!!., p. 83. 
23Mauc.k, E.E.• oit., pp. 147-182. 
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shedding of the Savior's blood for the sins of mankind.24 
By far the most challenging. and sensible suggestion with 
:regard to the sacramental view comes from Findlay. He feels 
th.at the verse stands in much the same relation to the Chris-
tian Sacraments as the related teaching of chapters 3 and 6 
in . the Fourth Gospel. It can hardly be disputed that in 
neither case does the writer make any direct allusion to the 
ritual ordinances; but in both instances there seems to be a 
clear analogy of meaning. The two sacraments may well s-ym-
bolize the facts and truths assumed by John in either place. 
But the sac~amentarian in effect paraphrases the verse to 
read not in Baptism only, but nlao in the Eucharist. In do-
ing this, he substitutes the signs tor the things signified, 
and puts the sacraments into the place which belongs to Christ 
alone.25 Properly understood, the thought gives opportunity 
to claim a place for the sacraments even in verse 6; but Find-
lay's reference to the sacraments merely as "signs" ie not a 
happy situation; their efficacious power must be underscored. 
The effort to connect the water and blood at l John 5:6 
with the blood and water flowing from the pierced side of the 
Savior 1n John 19:34 has proved especially fruitless. To be 
sure, this view has the advantage of an historical event which 
satisfies the requirements of the aorist participle. One 
24Brooke, .2E.• .2..!1•, p. 132. 
?C 
-.:>George G. Findlay, Fellowship in the Life Eternal 
(London: Hodder & Stoughton, n.d.), pp. 3'8Iif':---
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might even excuse the inversion of the terms by assuming that 
it was done intentionally in the Epistle to emphasize the 
blood. But this incident could hardly be thought of as the 
means whereby He accomplished His work. 26 This incident, 
actually taking plaoe after the death of Jesus, could hardly 
satisfy the portrayal of His historio ministry, His coming 
by water and by blood. ~ 
This view is held very early by St. Augustine, of whom 
Plummer reports that he is the one who asserted that "in these 
two passages alone, of all Scripture, are blood and watett ·~ 
placed togethet'." It is also Plummer who notes that even if 
this were true, it would still amount to nothing more than a 
presumption that the one passage could be connected with the 
other, and the assumption would at once be weakened by the 
change in the order of the words.27 The statement, of course, 
is not true (cfr. Leviticus 14:52; Hebrews 9:19). Further-
more, it is quite improbable and incredible that St. John 
would speak of effusions from the dead body of Christ as the 
Son of God coming by water and by blood.28 Finally, i!" this 
interpretation is followed, it is most difficult to determine 
the precise meaning of the emphatic additional reference to 
the fact that He came "not in the water only, but in the 
water and the blood." 
26Brooke, 2.E• ill•• pp •. 132f. 
27p1ummer, .QE.• .£!!., P• 158. 
28Ibid. • 
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On the one hand, Bfichsel .flatly denies that John 19:34 
in any way clari.fies the problem in 1 John 5s6;29 on the 
other, Law is a bit more lenient in allowing that the pas-
sage in the Epistle may serve to explain the symbolical mean-
ing Which is apparently attached in the Gospel to that inci-
dent of the Passion, but he also makes it plain that the in-
cident in the Gospel sheds no light upon the passage in the 
Epistle.JO 
Whenever the link between the two passages is attempted, 
it ?'esul ts in reaching for what must of neoess1t·y be nothing 
mo?'e than a speculative symbolio or emblematio · connection of 
Which neither passage says or implies anything. It results 
in something like the conclusion of Findlay, when he says 
that John's witnessing of the blood and water from the 
pierced side "became in his eyes emblematic of the double 
efficacy of Christ's salvation."31 As implied above, the 
?'eal objection to this view is the difficulty of seeing how 
that incident could be regarded as characteristic means by 
which the ''coming" was accomplished. Brooke's conclusion 
well states the cases 
It (John 19:34) may well have suggested to the writer 
the peculiar significance of two aspects of the coming, 
but can hardly be regarded as an event by means of which 
the coming was fulfilled. On the other hand, the Bap-
tism and Crucifixion were both important t'actors in the 
29Btichsel, 
~· ill•, p. 84. 
30Law, 2.E.• ill•, p. 96. 
31Findlay, ~· cit., p •. 384. 
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carrying out of the Mission which He came to fulfill, 
and in this light they stand out more prom1ne tl2 than any other two recorded events o~ the m1n1stry.3 
The interpretation which holda that the two great events 
of the ministry of Jesus Christ are referred to by the water 
and the blood is doubtless the most valid interpretation. 
The terms used in 1 John 5:6 direct one to look for definite 
historical events in the history of His ministry by which it 
can be said that His Mission was accomplished, His coming 
effected. The Baptism and the Crucifixion, standing at the 
beginning and the end of His ministry respectively, are the 
only events in His lii'e that · tulfill these requirements.33 
One such term, directing us to look for the definite 
historical events, is the lAB(fJt• The aorist participle is 
taken. by the majority of commentators to refer to a definite 
historical event. In addition, they usually indicate that 
"coming" when spoken of the Christ includes the notion of His 
mission (John l:15,27,30J 3:31J 6:14; 7:27,31,41,eto.). Con-
sequently, when the text reads that the Son of God "came by 
means of water and blood," it is reasonable to understand that 
He fulfilled His mission by the Baptism with which His public 
work began and the bloody death with which He finished it.34 
And these two events, th.a Baptism and the Crucifixion, both 
serve to underscore the fact that He 1B the Son of God. At 
32Brooke, ~· .£!!•, p. 135. 
33~ •• p. 133 • . 
34p1ummer, ~· ,£!!., p. 159. 
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His Baptism this very thing is declared; His death was not 
like that of any other man.35 The Baptism and the death 
form the complete circle of His work in redeeming mankind. 
At the same time they demonstrate that He is truly the Son 
of God and also that He is true man, God in man made manifest. 
This 1s a roadblock for all who would try to separate 
the Christ from the historical man JesusJ and just for this 
reason this interpretation has found wide acceptance. It 
connects so closely with the historical situation as we have 
come to see it. st. John would hardly have gone to the 
trouble of formulating vsrse 6 so carerully, of adding the 
emphatic "not in the water only, but in the water and in the 
blood," had there not been at least some danger of misunder-
standing or denial of this truth. This is the only interpre-
tation which allows that the historical situation of the day 
lay behind the terminology and emphasis of the v~rse, most 
likely of the whole Epistle. Its insistence upon the water 
arrl the blood as the means whereby the Son of God; Jesus 
Christ, came is certainly understandable when 0ompared to the 
basic Docetio tenet that the aeon Christ desoended upon Jesus 
at His baptism and departed again from Him before His passion. 
The heresy taught that the Christ came by watsr, tho baptism, 
but denied that He oame by blood also, the passion.36 One 
3.5Brooke, EE.• cit.~ p. 132. · 
36taw, .£E.• ..£1.!•, p. 96. 
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need not even go so far as to identify this specitio error 
With the teaching of Cerinthus (some, indeed, have contended 
that a complete identification is hardly possible)J it is 
still quite obvious that it is this type of false teaching 
Which was facing the Church at that time.37 
To go beyond this apparent connection, it should be 
noted that this very reference (1 John 5:6) has been used as 
the olue to the definition of the heresy and its background. 
For it gives every evidence of being the orthodox reply to 
the very type of error that was traced in chapter two and of 
Which the interpreters who adopt the Baptism-Crucifixion view 
are so certain. What this error would absolutely not ac-
knowledge is that the Son of God, Jesus Christ, could actu-
ally have died. This violated their concept both of the Mes-
siah and of God. They would acknowledge that Jesus was the 
Christ by virtue of His baptism, but they could not allow 
that He had been put to death as the Christ. To this error 
John replies that He is the Christ only insofar as He came 
both by water and by blood, by virtue of His passion, as well 
as His baptism.38 The logical conclusion ~1th regard to a 
view which so carefully takes into account both the grammati-
cal and historical factors in arriving at its end would be 
that it could hardly be found in combination with any of the 
37schnaokenburg, ~· cit., p. 67. 
38J. A. T. Robinson, "The Destination and Purpose of The 
Johannine Epistles," New Testament Studies, VII (October, 
1960), 62. ~ 
Pl"eviously mentioned suggestions. But this is not the case. 
Bengel, who backtracks to include the baptism and crucifixion 
in his suggestion that "water" and "blood" refel' to John 
19:34, feels that at His baptism Christ undertook to fulfill 
all righteousness, this He completed by the shedding of His 
blood; and when this was done, blood and water flowed from 
the side of Jesus Christ, being dead on the cross.39 Even 
Plummer, who has one of the finest expositions of the Bap-
tism-Crucifixion view, cannot resist calling attention to an 
early reference of Tertullian ·to the aacramentally symbolic 
meaning of the blood and water in this passage: 
He had come· £I means of water and blood, just as John 
had written: that He mTght be baptized by the water, 
glorified by the blood; to make us in .like manner called 
by water, chos en by blood. These two baptisms He sent 
out from tne wound in His pieI'ced side, in OI'der that 
they who believed t·· !!is blood might be ·bathed in the 
water; they who had bathed in the water might likewise 
drink the blood. 4° . 
This example !,!111 suffice to show how even this most common 
and, presumably, most correct interpretation is seldom left 
to stand alone, but is also usually connected to one or the 
other of' the interpretations under the influence of "over-
tones" or an "apparent displacement of thought." 
From this additional information on the major interpre-
tations of 1 John 5:6, some summary conclusions can be drawn. 
Of the major views, only that which refers the "water" and 
39sengel, 2£· ~., p. 807. 
40Plummer, .2E.• £.!!•, p. 159. 
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the "blood" to the definite histor-ical events of Christ's 
baptism and death satisfies both the textual and historical 
requirements. Apart from the grammatical and historical 
moorings which dictate this view, the remainder of interpre-
tations usually are found in some "combination" view that 
holds several references to be possible, depending on what 
importance one attaches to the sacraments and to the sym-
bolical sigpificance of blood and water in the New Testament. 
The careful wording and emphasis of the passage suggest that 
it is the orthodox reply to soma insidious error that was 
invading the Churoh at this time. The passage perfectly re-
pela the Gnostic, Docetic, possibly CeI'1l'1thian view that the 
Chl-ist had joined the man Jesus at His baptism but had left 
Him before His death, a denial ,:,f the full inoarna tion and ··ot 
the aaving death of the Messiah. Few commentators avoid 
completely any reference to the sacraments or to the incident 
recorded at John 19:34, 
I 
CHAPTER IV 
SOME EXEGETICAL CONSIDERATIONS 
The Terms Used in 1 John 5:6 
It is hardly accidental that the interpreters who have 
presented the most tenable solution to the verse under con-
sideration have also gathered together most of the historical 
and exegetical data relative to the passage. One can hardly 
arrive at a correct interpretation of the passage without an 
understanding of what is known or the historical situation 
in Which it was written, the theological atmosphere, the cur-
rent errors. And it is impossible properly to rels.te the 
passage to this historical situation without a consideration 
of some or the most telling philological and grammatical 
points. 
Because they are so essential to a correct interpretation 
of this passage, these philological and grammatical points 
merit special consideration. Thus they are set off and ex-
panded in the succeeding paragraphs, although they have been 
included in the interpretations of some of the commentators 
in the previous chapter. The crucial nature or these matters 
in interpreting the passage demands their further consider-
ation even at the risk of seeming unduly repetitious. 
Most important in establishing the true meaning of the 
passage is the proper understanding of the use of the·aorist 
pa~ticiple with the article. Many grammarians have gone to 
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gt'eat pains to explain the tact that the aorist participle 
is essentially timeless. Two things evolve from this 11s~ 
cuss1on which are essential to the interpretation of the .Q.. 
/.A{) w>1., • One concerns i ta elf with the l'esul t of this es-
lential timelessness; the other leads to an additional point 
With regat'd to the special use of the aorist participle with 
the article in the New Testament. 
One of the emphases that comes out of the discussion ot 
the timelessness of the aorist participle is that it is most 
properly never used of a situation where the action is in 
progress. or where there is an existing result, but always 
of a simple fact.2 It is always used ot _an action conceived 
ot as a simple event;3 thought of, not as in progress. but 
merely as a simple fact or event.4 Thia would immediately 
preclude any merely symbolical reference on the part of the 
Writer. He must be thinking of the fact that this Jesus had 
Hi.a coming effected by a simple event or fact, in this case 
t ~r ~ wo events characterized and conveyed by V,, w f, and-< 6'<::<c:t. • 
This. observation alone would seem to rule out any other than 
anteoedent time. For a "coming," as would have to be the 
meaning if the partio iple is allied with the £'['-C: 1 >l , would 
1Ernest De Witt Burton, S~tax of the Moods and Tenses 
in New Testament Greek (Third ~lt!on; Edinburgh:~~ T. 
c'!a'r'K; 1955). pp. 5~-63; 68-70. 
2 ~ .. p. 60. 
3Ibid. • p. 62. 
4 
~-. p. 68. 
I 
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necessarily involve a series of facts or events. 
In addition, it can now be quite definitely demonstrated 
that the aorist participle with the article is not really 
timeless at all in actual usage. A long list of examples 
from the papyri shows that when the aorist participle is used 
With the article it regularly refers to past action, much the 
Bame as a sentence with the aorist indicative.5 It can also 
be shown that this is the New Testament usage, that there are 
innumerable cases where this very usage is clear (John 3:15; 
5:13; 11:2; Revelation 1:5; Luke 8:36; Acts 9:21; Colossians 
2:12; Hebrews 13:20; 1 Peter 5:10).6 From this one can only 
oonolude that the aorist participle with the article defi-
nitely refers to past time, including the normal reference 
to simple fact or event. 
C > (") I' One other aspect of the ..d. t4C''Yil needs consideration. 
Some have connected this with the .J... 1./?xo~ £ 'i O s., the com-
ing one, apparently a standing name for the Messiah who would 
here be recognized as the Son of God (Matthew 11:3; John 
1:15,27; Hebrews 10:37; Revelation 1:4,8).7 .&.. l J~,.J,1 
might well be a clear reference to this technical sense of 
"He that cometh" (Matthew ll:3J Luke 7:19f.J John 1:15,27; 
. ' 
5Edwin Mayser, Grammatik der Griechischen Papyri aus der 
PtolemHerzeit (Berli~ i:re-Gruyter & Company, 1926T,~ 
Tt, 1, 172r .• 
6v1ctor Bartling, "The First Sunday After Easter," in 
Sermonic Studie8 (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 
1957), I, 296f. 
7George G. Findlay, Fellowship in the Life Eternal (Lon-
don: Hodder and Stoughton, n.d.), p.~8~ -----
"' 
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6:14, llt27J 12:13). Westcott concludes that this would 
make ..t. lA Qw" the equivalent of "He that rul.filled the 
promises to the fathers, ae the Saviour sent from God. rr8 
But it must be remembered that the emphasis is not so much 
on the "coming" as it is on the means whereby He has come. 
In this vettee the "coming is in the past; the special aig-
nifioanoe lies in the fact that it has been accomplished, 
apec1f1cally accomplished by water and by blood. 
Also these terms, .:If.i.w..f!- and ,t ,+fk , have been dealt 
with quite extensively in connection with this passage. 
Both have a rich background of meaning in Biblical and extra-
Biblical usage. This is, perhaps, the very thing that 
prompted Haupt to come out so strongly for a symbolical in-
terpretation of the passage, centered in the general idea 
that the water stands for purification, the blood for redemp-
tion.9 But there are !'actors within the passage which make 
such explorations somewhat irrelevant to the meaning or the 
verse. It must be realized the. t the senae of ..Q.... l ABJ'v , 
Which distinctly points to a past historic fact, determines 
that these terms also have an historio meaning, and refer to 
definite events characteristie of the manner in which the 
Lord fulfilled His office upon _earth. {i!we and 0tMrP':, 
8Brooke Foss Westcott, The Epistles of St. _.J~g~ ( Third 
edition, 1892; Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans PubU . .:Jhing 
Company, 1960), p. 181. 
9Er1ch Haupt, The First Euistle of St. John, translated 
by W. B. Pope (Edinburgh: T. & 'l'. Qlark,187~pp. 302f. 
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contributed in some way to reveal the nature and fulfillment 
of His work.lo What is most important 1s to determine of 
ha &/ .... w t two events the 'VJ' w ('. and the ee LM,q.. are the means. by 
which 11He came." Only the Baptism and the Passion of the 
Lord Jesus Christ meet these requirements. To go beyond the 
requirements of the verse itself and load the terms with 
every other possible emphasis of Scripture 1s just as serious 
as failing to extract the full meaning of the text. 
There is also some question along these lines with re-
gard to the full title:Z::qcro:tLs Xt•o:t::o~ and its meaning 
here. Some have suggested that by this time the term had be-
come nothing more than a simple appellative. Others have 
failed to mention the insertion of the :I?J eo~.s; X:f 1<1:r{s. 
Neither approach is justified. If it had assumed its purely 
appellative form by this time, it would not have been possible 
to use it in any other form; it would occur only in the comb1-
nat1on7Ii,co vs Xr ,ctu's.. But St. John uses l1co :Os alone 
at 1:7. And he seems to begin to point toward this combina-
tion already at 2:22, when he asks, "Who is 
h ,r ,.. \I / ?" w o denies that +:27 co vs 1s the ~t « er: :r:o .s 
ginning of the fifth oh.apter the emphasis is 
the liar but he 
And at the be-
on the "one who 
believes that1n,.,.crovS. is the Xe«cc'4 ·" Findlay calls the 
~r, rrro's in this verse "a solemn reassertion and 
t 
summation of the Christian creed in two words.nll I t is safe 
lOwestcott, op.£.!.!•, p. 181. ~ 
llFindlay, £E.• ~.,· p. 381. 
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to conclude that the offioial designation of the Lord had 
not by this date so far coalesced with His personal name 
that it would be natural to read the two as a single subject 
of definitionJ it was still a matter of controversy whether, 
and in what sense, X,a:,v5 is Xr I cr:s .12 
Two things stand out in the use of the full title here. 
First, it gives the denial of the false Gnostic conception 
or the Person of Christ a triple thrust. "He came by water 
and blood," He is ~a:a-0 ,e v.,,cr;/ s , and He came "not wit h 
/\ 
the water only, but with the water and the blood." In every 
phase of His work on earth, He was fully the man sent from 
God, God-incarnate, ~:na:a-0 s Xecsc:c:o~. Secondly, this plac-
ing or the ru11 name ascribes to Z:na:oO s jr,a:co~ a place 
which could not be occupied or held by any other person or 
object. It is l:11scaV$ .X,.,a:cos. alone to whom this demon-
strative formulation applies, "this is He who came by water 
and blood.nl3 This is the essence of the one saving and con-
quering faith, to behold in the crucified Nazarene C:Cncqys} 
the Son of God seated at the right hand of power (X:,, ,::co~ ). l4 
It remains only to consider the two prepositions used in 
the ?>elated phrases of the verse, Su/ with the genitive and 
~ 
..i.JL with the dative. It is rather important to the 
12Ib1d., p. 317. 
13Rudolf Sohnackanburg, Die Johannesbriefe, in Herders 
Theologischer Kommenta~ Zum Nmi'en Testament (Freiburg: Eerder 
& Company, 1953), p. 2j'o:--
14Findlay, .2E.• cit., p. 219. 
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interpretation or the passage to determine whether the change 
ot preposition is purely stylistic or whether some fine shade 
ot meaning or peculiar emphasis is intended. 
Plummer goes to some length to differentiate between the 
prepositions and their respective shades of meaning. He 
feels the Li_ must refer to the "means by which" the coming 
was accomplished, the , V to the "element or spher'e in whioh" 
it came about. Thus Christ's Baptism and Death were in one 
sense the means~ which, in another sense the spheres in 
which His work was aocomplished.15 Plummer lists a number 
of examples with which he supports this categorizationJ but 
the division is largely the result of the somewhat artificial 
olaasif1oations of the standard grammars. 
The contention that the change in the preposition from 
one phrase to the next can only be a stylistic variation is 
probably more correot.16 Furthermore, it is just as plausible 
that both~ and ..£1.... denote attending circumstances arid here 
designate the essential marks of Christ's historical coming 
and mission, both best translated "with."17 Moule supports 
this suggestion by pointing out that the "dividing line is 
very thin" and by suggesting a number of passages in which 
15A. Plummer, T~e Epistles o~ St. John, in The Cambridge 
Bible for Schools an2 ~olle ge s (Cambridge: Univers!ty Press, 
!883), p. I59. 
16schnackenburg, -2£• cit., p. 231. 
17Bart11ng, .2E.• cit., pp. 302r. 
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the idea of attendant circumstances seems likely. 18 Finally, 
if there were a difference in meaning like that outlined 
above, it would mean that the writer switched from "means" 
in the initial statement to "circumstances" in the emphatic 
addition. This would detract appreciably from the intended 
emphasis. It is best taken as a stylistio variation. 
What is more, the stylistic variation in connection with 
the preposition underscores the precise nature of the em-
phatic addition ( o J1<. .l..:t_ ~ 1~'44:C< ""0111,,; , «,.\A' LJL 
J<ria\ J.L ~ ~ .. ce •. n) J the emphasis is placed 
on the importance of the historical events to which the water 
and blood refer. It is most essential to note the peculiar 
emphasis on the d~dv (especially in connection with the in-
cident at John 19:34, where the water is the surprising 
thing). It is the peculiar purpose of this verse to point 
out clearly that the coming is not "with water alone" (a 
fact in itself which the errorists probably acknowledged), 
but that it is "with water end with blood." 
Taking all of the above into consideration, l John 5:6 
is best rendered as follows: "This is the same one who came 
with water and blood, Jesus Christ, not with the water alone, 
but with the water and with the blood." 
Any interpretation of the passage· apart from its philo-
logical, grammatical and historical moorings is not faithful 
18c. F. D. Moule, An Idiom-Book of New Testament Greek 
(Cambridge: University Press, 1953), pp.~f., 80. 
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to the text. The emphatic nature of the verse implies that 
it was the antidote to some form of error. The grammatical 
structure refers to historical events for the evidence. 
There are no events in the life of Christ more parallel to 
the terms ~;/bwf and elA&cr: than His own baptism and oruc1-
fix1on, the circumstances under which He began and ended His 
work of redeeming mankind. 
But what of the "overtone" and the "displacement of 
thought" to which so many interpreters refer? It is impossible 
to determine what additional mean:ing the writer had in mind 
tor the '})1$wf and the rA_"rMtA in composing the passage. It is 
just as impossible to determine precisely what the terms sug-
gested to the readers of his day. Of one fact we can be un-
m1stakahly certain. Without these two cardinal events in His 
historical ministry, the Baptism and the Crucifixion, all of 
the "overtones" that have been emphasized by so many through 
the years would be little more th.an meaningless noise. It is 
certainly valuable to call attention to the many possible 
connections of thought and terminology. But it is most im-
portant for the efficacy of all ·of Scripture to see first the 
reference to His great work or redemption from which all else 
takes its beginning. 
CHAPTER V 
THE INTERPRETATION OF l JOHN 5:6 
Although numerous and various interpretations have been 
offered for the passage in question, the above critique of 
these interpretations, together with the textual consider-
ations, point unmi·stakably to the view that holds the 
"water" am the "blood" to be references to the baptism and 
death of Christ respectively. To underscore this conclusion, 
there is the sheer weight of the evidence as set forth by the 
commentators in behalf of this interpretation. But more im-
portant is the evident faithfulness with which this view 
deals with the text itself. And its correlation to the his-
torical setting of the day seems to provide the anchor which 
guards against drifting away from the sure mooring of the 
te.xt. 
Grammatically, the aorist participle· is crucial to the 
meaning of the passage, especially with the article. It is 
hardly the construction that would ba expected if a sacramental 
or symbolical meaning were the primary intent. As it stands, 
on the other hand, it must re.fer to de.finite, simple events 
in the li.fe of our Lord Jesus .Christ. This rules out every 
major interpretation except the Bapt1sm-Cruci.fix1on view and 
that which sees in the verse a reference to John 19:34, the 
blood and water flowing from the pierced side of the Savior. 
~ The latter view is most improbable philologically. The 
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inver-ted order of the words "water" and "blood" and the ex-
plicit use of the full title "Jesus Christ" point to a double 
emphasis hardly in keeping with the phenomenon on the cross. 
This becomes more clear as it is shown that the emphasis in 
the words relating to this phenomenon is on the water, 
whereas in the passage het•e the writer emphasizes the :fact 
that He came "not by water only, but by the water and by the 
blood." The only evident correlation between the "water" 
and the "blood" in terms of de.finite historical events in 
Which the full person, Jesus Christ, is involved is with the 
baptism and crucifixion of Christ, the events with which He 
began and ended His mission on earth in redeeming lost man-
kind. 
Historically, no other view or combination oi' views 
treats the prevailing situation of the writer's day so com-
pletely. Whether or not one is willing to run the risk of 
narrowing the probable opponent to Cerinthus--this necessarily 
limits the scope or St. John's polemic, possibly unduly--it 
is apparent that the theological atmosphere of the day greatly 
challenged the Christian teaching regarding the person of 
Christ. There was general concession that the Christ had 
descended upon the historical man Jesus at His baptism, but 
it would not be allowed that this Christ also suffered and 
died. Apparently, it- is to thia situation that the writer 
addresses himself in insisting that Jesus Christ came both 
by "water" and by "blood." 
There is hardly room to allow more or less in 
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interpreting the verse. Beyond the definite contacts between 
the text and the historical situation as it can be reasonably 
~eoonstructed, any other interpretation immediately casts off 
and sets itself adrift in the sea of conjecture and spGcu-
lation. 
To insist on the coming of Jesus Christ through both His 
baptism and His ignominious death on a cross is to hold fast 
the confession of the faith in Jesus Christ in the face of 
any rationalizing or mysticizing atte111Pt of any kind or of 
any time. 
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